T he annual performance appraisal can be a dreaded task for both manager and employee. Just the thought conjures up visions of two people in a sterile, soundless room with a large desk between them and the door closed.
It doesn't have to be that way. The end of the year review may be a mutually rewarding experience for both nurse managers and employees. When conducted as part of the larger process of performance management, it becomes another step in the continuous improvement cycle.
The end of the year meeting between manager and employee should be a "summary" session. Two way dialogue established as a critical element of an effective, on going performance appraisal process insures feedback is provided continuously. Additionally, deviations from the expected behavior or course of action are addressed when noted. Since attention is paid to progress during the course of the year, the annual meeting should not contain "surprises." Rather, it is a "recap."
In addition to ongoing observation, most managers find scheduling quarterly performance review sessions with staff members is very effective. The practice establishes communication links necessary to insure the course set for individuals is reasonable and attainable and the employee is on track. Regular communication minimizes the possibility
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of misunderstanding that often results in defensive reaction to open, honest assessment at the annual session. Goals and objectives set at the beginning of the year provide a performance framework for both employees and managers. For employees, clear and measurable objectives supporting personal goals and objectives and team goals set the work course for a finite period of time. For managers, establish the criteria by which employee performance is measured and success or failure to succeed is defined. Since the measurements embedded in objectives are mutually agreed upon, both parties are clear about the expectations and the process for evaluation.
One beneficial outcome of performance appraisal is the opportunity to engage the employee in organizational strategies. The employee may identify individual potential for contributing to the larger goal by fully comprehending corporate and team direction. The performance review process provides the forum for establishing or modifying objectives to be more consistent with those of the organization. Thus, the employee is afforded a better chance for a mutually satisfying and productive year. Other beneficial outcomes of performance appraisal include the opportunity to identify barriers for meeting objectives, as well as a chance to develop possible solutions or mechanisms for insuring future success.
During the review process, identification of obstacles to mastery of a desired behavior or activity may provide valuable insight for managers. Whether challenges were detected early, assessed appropriately, negotiated if necessary, and dealt with willingly, are all traits astute managers observe and record. The ability to identify serious problems and rapidly develop solutions or contingencies denote the creativity and innovation necessary to insure business success.
Getting started on the performance review process requires cooperation, thoughtfulness, and a vision of ultimate outcomes desired by the organization, the manager, and the employee.
Step 1. Develop a process for performance management which includes establishing goals, setting objectives, maintaining regular communication, establishing a reward system tied to results, and creating a mechanism for evaluation of performance. Such a process requires the input of many individuals and groups. Involvement of the appropriate parties at this stage will help the nurse manager institute a process that considers the issues and concerns of the entire organization. It is critical to collaborate with employee representatives, either individually through interviews and surveys, or collectively through joint task forces, focus groups, or labor management committees. Mutual agreement as to how information and feedback will be gathered, maintained, and used is essential. An assurance of confidentiality and security is necessary in order to insure open, honest communication between managers and staff.
Step 2. Assure the performance management process is well communicated. Managers should make employees aware of their role in the process and that they have the responsibility to participate by providing upward feedback. Employees must understand what to expect from managers who will be monitoring and evaluating their individual performance. All new employees must be oriented to the performance management process when they join the organization.
Step 3. Prepare well for each performance review. While the goals of the organization and the objectives of the individual provide the framework for performance appraisal, additional information and preparation are important. Gather data from as many sources as possible. Access and analyze team results and get feedback from team members reflecting contributions made by specific members. Consider activities not directly tied to objectives, but which have an impact on the successes of others or the growth of the group. Review and refer to previous performance appraisals to identify progress. Use feedback from customers acquired in the quality assurance process. Additionally, employees should be encouraged to maintain personal records of activities and achievements during the year. The combination of information will insure a rich and meaningful dialogue.
Step 4. Focus on improvement. Positive feedback is the most powerful tool for bringing about behavior change. Present "missed" targets as an opportunity for improvement and work with the employee to identify ways in which future attempts may become successful. This often involves assessment of resources , support or training required to com-plete an assignment or project. Collaborating with the individual to analyze the factors that contribute to success or failure brings together all the ingredients necessary to set new objectives, new measurements, and new challenges.
Step 5. Acknowledge success. Positive reinforcement of accomplishment instills a sense of self satisfaction in the employee and models the desired behavior for others. Effective managers observe and provide positive feedback regularly. It is often necessary to assess "degrees" of success or portions of an objective accomplished, even when the entire outcome was not realized. This strategy rewards progress and keeps the ultimate goal in sight.
Step 6. Encourage open dialogue. Both manager and staff members should feel comfortable enough to present their views, request clarification, and provide candid feedback. Nurse managers may choose to structure the session so they present objectives and accomplishments initially, then solicit employee input through the use of open ended questions. Another approach is to have the employee present objectives, along with progress toward meeting each. This method allows the individual being appraised to initiate and set the tone for the session. The nurse manager must feel secure that the employee presents the material in a factual manner and that all aspects of performance are addressed. In either case, the proceedings of the session should be clearly summarized and conclusions agreed upon.
Step 7. Include career development discussions. The performance review session is the ideal setting for encouraging employees to evaluate career goals and aspirations. The experience, professional perspective, and ability to objectively assess the employee's strengths and weakness-es makes the nurse manager an effective career "coach." Including career development as part of the review process accomplishes two important goals for the manager: it stimulates the employee to optimize skills and talents; and it helps to identify the resources necessary to facilitate employee development.
Step 8. Document thoroughly. Recording the details of a performance appraisal meeting in an objective, systematic fashion is critical. The use of a form or tool that organizes and visually displays objectives and accomplishments in sequence is very helpful. When it is collected and recorded in this manner, information related to a specific activity is more accessible and easier to interpret. This is especially important when performance review documentation establishes the basis for salary treatment, promotions, or career development opportunities. It is also more useful as a basis of comparison for future appraisals, especially when objectives are continuous over several evaluation periods or cycles.
The annual review is an important step in the performance management process. These sessions provide a forum for employees to give and receive constructive feedback. For managers, performance review sessions provide insight about the ability of employees, the resources required to achieve individual objectives, and progress toward achieving organizational goals. Ultimately, managers receive and benefit from input about their leadership style and effectiveness. While development and implementation of this process require the collaboration of many individuals and groups, the benefits for both nurse manager and employee justify the effort.
